are with other aspects of American life. As these informal observations will suggest, students are often forced to think about a nexus of issues personal and immediate-as they interact with the texts.
Michael Novak writes that "America still has not dealt with the problem of preserving its diversity."2 Despite the dated flavor of Novak's diatribe in The Rise of the Unmeltable Ethnics (1971) , statements such as his remain provocative. They force us to ask what it means to "preserve" a country's diversity: what is it that is worth preserving? It certainly does not mean doing the impossible, putting traditions and attitudes in formaldehyde, hoping time will not corrode the weave. Nor does it mean trying to stop the agents of assimilation-intermarriage, public educa tion, and shared work-from taking their course. Perhaps it is more accurate to frame the issue in this way: America has not yet dealt with the desirability of nurturing a diversified culture. Unable-or reluctant to en vision w hat such a culture might be like, we cling to self-images that breed pessimism and fear.
Multi-ethnic literature helps us flesh out that abstraction, "diversity,"
providing students with images that help them fine tune their perceptions of American life. In the intensive comparing and contrasting of fiction, poetry, essays, and autobiography from multiple traditions, Walt For those who already identify with a particular group (sometimes two or three), the literature highlights many of the questions that students have grown u p with, alleviating the loneliness and in articulateness many have felt. By contrast, those who have little or no sense of ethnic background are often spurred to ask questions which have long lain dormant. These questions are not only related to the specifics of the past-when, who, where, and how?-but more im portantly, raise existential issues: what does it mean that my family history seems so convoluted? Has the mingling of many traditions in my past deprived me of all except the most general label, American? Is there any way to evoke the uniqueness of my heritage, even if it cannot be designated as "ethnic"? Although students might not frame their questions this succinctly, not a few leave this literature envious of the perceived solidarity of the tribes from which they are now in exile.
As students begin to sort out the strands of their past, the term "ethnicity" gets closely scrutinized, often losing its sharp edges. In Beyond Ethnicity (1986), Werner Sollors argues that this term is confusing at best:
The dominant assumption among serious scholars who study ethnic literary history is that such history can best be written by separating the groups that produced literature in the United States. The published results of this procedure are the readers and compendiums made up of random essays on groups of ethnic writers who have little in common except so-called ethnic roots; meanwhile, obvious and important literature and cultural connections [with writers outside the group 1 are obfuscated."
One might add that the dangers of this assumption are amplified without the multi-ethnic perspective. Students whose only relationship with "roots" experience via the academy is through Black Studies, Native American Studies, or occasiona,Jly an American literature class, are often in for a shock when they enter the multi-ethnic arena. Misleading generalizations which they-and their instructors-may have indulged in order to distinguish their history begin to leak. Sollors cites a humorous finding in David Schneider's American Kinship (1968) to illustrate the type of goof even the most alert can fall into; in citing the distinctive family characteristics of their ethnic groups, various respon dents had this to say:
For the Italians the matter was quite simple; it is not possible to fully understand the Italian family in America until one has understood the Italian mother. For the Irish the matter was equally clear; it is not really possible to understand the Irish family until one has understood the special place of the Irish mother. For the Jews the matter was beyond dispute; it is impossible to fully comprehend the complexities and special qualities of Jewish family life without understanding the Jewish mother.4
Assumptions such as the above and others that may be even harder to pin down surface in the comparative framework, particularly questions related to codes of conduct, values, even terms which one group has thought uniquely its own. As we discover what is universally shared, it paradoxically becomes possible to appreciate what has been unique about the history of a particular group. Thoughtless overclassifications about "all" Middle Eastern women being molded out of the same cultural milieu; or "all" Catholics; or "all" Native Americans are more easily seen as the reductive ploys that they are. ... a friend of mine insisted that it was a large green snake he saw swimming down a quiet brook instead of the snowy bird the teacher felt that Saint·Saens' Carnival of the Animals should evoke. The rest of us sat there and lied like little black, brown and yellow Troj ans about that swan, but our stalwart classmate held firm to his snake. In the end he got himself spanked and reduced the teacher to tears, but truth, reality and our environment were redeemed.5 Thus, as immigrants continue to enter the United States, this literature not only introduces us to the challenges faced by each group in turn, but points toward a common center where we can address our common need: in a country where so much-economically, politically, and spiritually-seems to be at crisis pitch, where can we find stability? In depicting individuals who face the crises-some successfully, others not-multi-ethnic literature helps students plot strategy; its diversity becomes its greatest strength. To discover how some have tried to re-live the old world myth, they can turn to Marko Palamas in "The Wooing of Ariadne," a Greek bartender in New York City, whose greatest desire is to consummate an epic passion in a world devoid of heroes. To enter into communion with ancestors from another world, they can take their cues from a poem such as Denise Levertov's "Illustrious Ancestors," where the imagination creates new links between two heritages; reflecting on her Russian Jewish and Welsh forebears, she writes:
Well, I would like to make, thinking some line still taut between me and then, poems as direct as what the birds said, hard as a floor, sound as a bench, mysterious as the silence when the tailor would pause with'his needle in the air." The willingness of characters such as Aram Tomasian to explore the meaning of their experience, to follow its spiral all the way down, enables them to discover that there is a creative center in the psyche that is beyond ethnic labels, a source of inspiration that paradoxically helps them move past the limitations of their cultural conditioning and simultaneously helps them re-enter the community with a more mature sense of social responsibility. From this perspective, they can weld the old oppositions which have divided the world into "us " and a monstrous "them," and share in the Invisible Man's ending realization, "Who knows but that, on the lower frequencies, I speak for you."
Obviously, immersion in multi-ethnic literature and art does not guarantee that we will withdraw the layers of shadows we have cast onto each other. Nor will it ensure that students will have an easier time gaining a foothold in time and place. But it will make it impossible for anyone to assert that they are singled out for special suffering or grace; even more importantly, by reaffirming the sources of culture in the imagination and in the earth, these texts return us to the task at hand, to building community from the ground up. BFolklore is not only found in ethnic communities, As American folk lorists attest, it thrives in the form of urban crime stories and the "xeroxlore" of the corporate office, to give just two examples. See "Folklore Thriving in Cities," New York Times. (25 Feb., 1985) 18. 
Notes

